Learning and Quality Committee:  1/11/2006
Confirmed Minutes
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	06.26.1
	Apologies
	

	
	Received from Dr. S. Woodhead (EN), Dr. R. Rodgers (PH), Ms C. Rose (OSA), Mrs M. Castens (ILS) Ms. A. Knight (HSC)

	

	06.26.2
	Minutes of the meeting of 10th May  2006


	

	
	The minutes of the meeting of May 2006 were agreed as a correct record subject to one amendment:  minute 06.25.4 should be amended to remove the inaccurate statement that  Schools will report their Learning and Teaching Implementation Plans to the Executive Committee.  

 
	

	06.26.3
	Actions arising 


	

	
	LQC acknowledged that the majority of actions arising from the previous meeting are ongoing or due for completion later in the academic session.  Two short life working groups have been set up under the auspices of LEAP (LQU) to consider (i) the impact of new regulations on student progression and school decision making and (ii) to review University policies and procedures relating to the prevention and detection of assessment offences.  A small working group to discuss changes to the Pastoral and Skills Handbook will be meeting in the week commencing 14th November and will report back to the Committee in due course.  

	

	06.26.4
	JISC e-learning benchmarking exercise

	

	
	Twelve institutions have piloted the exercise and the University is now taking part in Phase One with thirty three other institutions.  The aim is to identify progress in e-learning within each of those institutions, to contribute to a benchmark statement that enable institutions to make informed plans for future developments and ultimately to provide the sector with a holistic viewpoint on its e-learning activities.  At the end of April, once HEIs have returned their findings in respect of the initial benchmarking work an anonymised summary will be sent to all HEIs and a process of consultation between individual HEIs and their consultants will lead to a bidding round for future project money.  The University is not obliged to send a formal report but is required to keep a blog relating to its progress, which will be available via the University’s portal.  Interested parties who wish to access the blog should email the Learning Enhancement Coordinator, Mr. Malcolm Ryan.

	

	06.26.5
	Work Based Learning:  University position paper

	

	
	The Committee received a revised paper from LEAP which detailed the University’s position on work based learning activities as part of the curriculum and in which the broad precepts of the University’s position were articulated.  The paper had been revised to strengthen the University’s view of the requirements and support for full time students.  The Committee welcomed the definition of the scale of activities relating to WBL and strongly urged that the University gravitates towards utilisation of actual work experience in some form rather than that of simulation.  Whilst it was recognised that some disciplines provided challenges in finding work based experience the Committee agreed that formal WBL activities within a work place remains the aim of the Institution as expressed in Objective D of the current Corporate Plan: “..a major focus will be on provision of work-related activities”
. 

However, the University also recognised the need to define wider boundaries for WBL activities so that students not able to gain a work placement directly related to the subject area of their programme can draw on other work related experiences through part-time and voluntary work and, for example, employer devised case studies to meet the work based learning requirements for their degree  The Committee noted that LEAP is undertaking a review of activities relating to Foundation Degrees, including the implementation of WBL.  The outcomes of this review will be reported in due course.

	

	
	The Committee agreed that it would be appropriate to provide further details and guidance to support development teams and recommended a number of avenues where the University’s guidance and support for delivery can be strengthened.  One of these should be through the work based learning handbook and through advice to Approval Panels.

	

	Action
	LQC to receive a report on the current status of WBL activities in Foundation Degrees 


	LEAP (EPU)



	
	University to provide more detailed guidance for development teams on the nature and appropriateness of different types of contingency arrangements for work-related WBL activities in new programmes of study.  Any guidelines should be published in a WBL handbook and be considered for incorporation into the Quality Assurance Handbook to assist approval panels as well as programme development teams.

	LEAP (EPU and LQU)

	06.26.6
	Students Surveys:  the NSS and University’s SSS

	

	
	LQC received two papers relating to the National Student Survey (NSS) and the University’s Student Satisfaction Survey (SSS).  In respect of the latter it was noted that the management of the SSS will be transferred from the Office of Student Affairs to Planning and Statistics with effect from this year and will focus upon Years 1 and 2 undergraduate students.  This survey will utilise the same structure as the NSS and will be available online via the Student Portal for 2007/08.  A final year undergraduate survey will not be undertaken as this will fall under the auspices of the NSS.  However, the proposed changes to the University’s SSS are  viewed as providing considerable potential for the University to both prepare students for the NSS in due course and to ensure that greater numbers of students do participate in the NSS in the longer term.  The NSS, from 2006/07, will also provide a bank of additional questions relating to student experiences which PAS is considering utilising in its own internal surveys for the future, using groups of questions on a cyclical basis.

	

	
	The Committee received a briefing paper concerning the overall results of the NSS from PAS, acknowledging that very small variations in overall averages on the 1 to 5 scale can lead to large scale changes of position in the resulting league tables.  Whilst the overall result was disappointing there were aspects of the University’s performance which merited positive comment:  including generally positive feedback from overseas and mature students and positive comments about staff support and personal development. The overall number of participants in the survey amounted to some 52% and it is hoped that each School together with PAS will take actions to raise this completion rate.  It is believed that a greater percentage completion rate may help to present a more positive outcome of the University’s provision.  The University will open the survey somewhat earlier in 2006/07 than in previous years.  However, the Committee recognised that the challenges surrounding communications to students in a mass system remain not inconsiderable and it is this area and that of assessment feedback which the University needs to improve in order to improve its standing.  Debate considered whether use of SMS might be the best method of communication to students for day to day administrative programme issues.  The committee agreed that management of student expectations in terms of the timing of feedback for assessments is paramount and University policies may require review so that unrealistic expectations can be avoided. The University of Kent was cited as an exemplar of good practice in that the University opens a dialogue with student groups early on in the autumn term and manages this dialogue continuously in the lead up to internal and external student surveys. 

	

	
	The Committee noted that many of the scores where the University average dipped below 3.5 related to the need for better communication with the student body.  It was noted however, that the overall averages disguised variations in departmental scores for good and poor practice and individual department were reviewing their distinctive outcomes and feed resultant actions to improve practice into a School action plan.  The action plans will be presented to the next meeting of Executive. 
 
	

	
	The Students Union wished to stress the importance of the personal tutor in communications with students, and pointed out that feedback within agreed timescales in addition to a standard expected of that feedback is not unduly unreasonable and should not be difficult to achieve. It was pointed out that differential return times could be applied and would be dependent upon the nature and scale of the work to be returned.   


	

	06.26.7
	PDP Audit

	

	
	LQC received a first draft interim report on the implementation of PDP across the University from the Learning Enhancement Coordinator of LQU.  Analysis of current practice indicates two distinct modes of delivery being developed:  an integrated approach or the development of distinct (credited or non-credited) courses.  The latter approach is also tending to move towards assessed items as part of the delivery.  Generally the University is utilising paper systems for delivery and management of PDP in some instances supported by School tutorial systems and central online electronic systems for development of a portfolio of evidence.  LQC agreed that the University would benefit by developing a single electronic PDP which encapsulates the best of current good practice across the Schools.  It also recognised that some Universities are well advanced in making online e-CVs available to employers on behalf of their alumni and students.  The Committee agreed that movement to a common system deliverable via the Student Portal is desirable.

	

	Action
	Collate evidence of all methods of delivery being utilised and identify areas of commonality of adopted methods with a view to design of a standard electronic model.  (For Easter 2007)


	LEC

	06.26.8
	Learning and Teaching Strategy Action Plan

	

	
	LQC received a revised version of the Learning and Teaching Action Plan.  This version identified the main University nominees by Office, Department or named individual to be responsible for taking forward the different actions proposed within the set timescales.  The committee discussed whether short life working groups should be convened, for each of the six main aims but ultimately decided against this as many of the objectives in any aim may indeed arise in other aims and hence the complexity of the activity would become unmanageable.  Nonetheless it was agreed that grouping activities by theme might be a useful way in which to monitor progress. The Committee also noted the potential for appointing local Learning Enhancement Coordinators (LECs), and, though this is still under discussion, Schools were advised to consider which member of staff they may wish to nominate in this capacity.  

	

	Action
	Provide comment upon the appropriateness of identified leads for the actions of the Plan to Head of LQU 

	All LQC members

	06.26.9
	School Reviews

	

	
	LQC received and noted the final draft of the minutes of the School Review of the School of Education and Training.  It was noted that the Panel is due to reconvene at a future date and that this is now likely to be early in 2007.  The committee expressed its opinion that this meeting, in assessing how the School has taken forward the recommendations of the initial review could be conducted “virtually” with external panel members and  the reconvened panel comprising internal representatives.

	

	
	The review report of LEAP was not available for the meeting though the first draft is currently being circulated to the full panel for comment and is expected to be presented to the January meeting.


	

	06.26.10
	PSRB Reports

	

	Action
	The report of the visit of the Royal Pharmaceutical Society of Great Britain will be presented to the next full meeting. (January 2007)

	R. Rodgers


	06.26.11
	Items arising from SDLQ meeting

	

	
	The main areas of discussion that arose from the morning’s meeting between the SDLQs concerned the desire to compile a general statement of philosophy of external examining and a discussion surrounding the needs for local school officers to access Banner for amendments to student decisions and coding.  The group also noted differential information pertaining to combined honours programmes within Banner which it felt should be addressed by the combined honours committee.  Wider access to the external examiners database was requested and the LQU agreed to look into the matter further.


	

	Action
	Convene short life working group to discuss implementation of local access to Banner coding. 

	SN, BD


	06.26.12
	QAA Burgess Group Consultation Paper on UK Honours Degrees

	

	
	LQC received a paper outlining the current status and consultation requests for commentary from the Burgess Group on future developments of the UK stratified degree classification structure and diploma supplement.  The Committee’s view remained that initially expressed in response to Phase One of this consultation:  that the current system is both well embedded and understood by potential employers and there is no pressing reason to change to a Pass/Fail System or similar when the current methodology can be ably supported by the Diploma Supplement which will provide potential employers with supporting material that will provide greater detail of student achievement.
	

	Action
	Response to the consultation to be drafted and sent to Burgess Group by 3rd November 2006
	WCH

[image: image1.emf]Burgess Response



	06.26.13
	Any Other Business

	

	(i)
	Integrated Quality Enhancement Review (IQER)

	

	
	LQC noted that a number of Partner Colleges had nominated themselves to take part in the pilot of IQER.  None had been accepted by QAA, and therefore the University can expect to participate in this new audit methodology for the first time in 2007/08, not 2006/07.  The Committee noted that Partners had adopted differing consultative routes to nominate themselves to QAA as a result of the latter having written direct to College Principals.  A single point of contact for future similar exercises will be more effective in coordinating activities and LEAP (Learning and Quality Unit), which deals with external audit is proposed to be that point of contact.


	

	(ii)
	Formation of the Learning Enhancement and Student Support (LESS) working group

	

	
	LQC acknowledged the formation of LESS whose remit is oversee the development of enhancement within the University.  The group will report direct to Executive, consists of the PVC (Learning and Quality) as Chair with membership drawn from Heads of School (3) and Heads of Service Offices (3).  The Group is currently looking at the effectiveness of the deployment of resources. 

	

	(iii)
	Members raised the issue of difficulties in recruiting assessment offences panel members in view of the current regulation that membership should be drawn from Academic Council.  The Committee noted that in practice the Examinations and Standards Office has interpreted this to mean Academic Council and its Committees in order to ensure a wide spectrum of possible members.  LQC requested that the regulatory framework be amended to make clear this interpretation is permissible within the framework.

	

	Action
	Appendix D of the Academic Regulations, Paragraph 3.1 to be amended in accordance with the discussion of the LQC.
	LEAP (LQU)


� 


� Each School has now been issued with a general multiple use password for distribution to appropriate administrative and academic staff.  Notification of the arrival of reports will continue however to be sent only to key QA staff in Schools.
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Response to the Second Consultation on

The UK Honours Degree – Provision of Information

The first consultation paper had identified the Burgess Group’s conviction that the degree classification system was ‘no longer fit for purpose’ on the basis that it is ‘too blunt a tool to fully capture the qualities and capabilities of the modern student body’.  The second paper reiterates this, but does so in the context of the proposal for an enhanced version of the Diploma Supplement called the Diploma Supplement/ Transcript, which would not only conform to the model developed by the European Commission but would also incorporate the transcript supplied by HEIs and offer the opportunity for the provision of additional information.  


Given that the Diploma Supplement/Transcript is capable of supplying both the detail and the necessary transparency required by stakeholders, this logically suggests that the desire to replace the current degree classification system is not primarily about its bluntness as a tool, but is based on the issues identified in the first four (or perhaps five) discussion points. These are essentially captured by the notion that there may well be inconsistencies between subjects and institutions, which themselves overlay the complexities and variability of assessment processes:  

Discussion Point 1: Is the institution aware of the variations in assessment practices across the degree programmes that it is responsible for and the impact these have on outcomes? 

Discussion Point 2: Is the institution suitably convinced that these variations are necessary and do not undermine the comparability of student outcomes unnecessarily? 

Discussion Point 3: If the institution is not convinced that variations are necessary, what is it doing to address this and how can the Burgess Group help? 

Discussion Point 4: Would the adoption of a Pass/Fail degree classification system (together with a detailed Diploma Supplement/Transcript) contribute to reducing inconsistencies? 

The second consultation paper acknowledges, however, both that employers find the six-point scale a useful mechanism for the initial sifting of applicants and that the honours degree itself is seen as a robust and highly valued qualification.  What therefore seems to emerge from the first four discussion points is that, if the autonomy of institutions (which, for example, allows them to set their own algorithms for the classification of degrees) is a sine qua non, the increase in transparency about the processes which underlie the honours degree classification provided in the Diploma Supplement/Transcript could start to suggest the potential incommensurability of degrees between subjects and institutions.  Allied to the emerging concerns about possible grade inflation, it has the potential to damage credibility about the integrity of the UK honours classification system. 


In the context of institutional autonomy, the removal of the six-point classification system, whilst a neat solution, would effectively only side-step the problem of addressing the potential inconsistencies suggested by the first four discussion points, by removing the most visible of these.  Arguably, however, this would be at the risk of unnecessarily damaging the image of robustness and the utility for employers of the current system.

Replacing the honours system with a distinction/pass/fail system would effectively be doing away with any classification system altogether, in that the bulk of students would simply fall into the category of ‘pass’, which would not have much utility.  What it would invite both stakeholders and institutions to do would be to find ways of reintroducing some means of discriminating between students in any given cohort (reintroducing classification through the back door), whilst providing a potentially spurious air of consistency represented by the use of the numerical or letter grade systems shown on the transcripts.  In a sense, it would just push the problem of variation, pedagogical philosophies, regulatory variation and differences between subjects further back into the institution, behind the visibility of the Diploma Supplement/Transcript.  The transparency achieved, whilst politically astute, would be more apparent than real.  

Discussion Point 5: Is there clarity within the institution as to what the honours degree classification represents? 

Discussion Point 6: Where is the clear description of what the degree classification represents outlined and is the description included in the Transcript/Diploma Supplement? 

It is also worth bearing in mind the importance of the idea that the system is well understood and that this applies as much to academics as to stakeholders.  To a certain extent, the persistence of the difficulty in getting many academics to mark much outside the 30-point range on the percentage scale represented by the spread between a first and a bare pass (and the difficulties posed by the potential incommensurability of this with fuller use of the scale in quantitative subjects) reveals the fact that it is predominantly the six-point classification system which is in play rather than any numerical or letter-grade scale.  Whilst this might not represent the level of clarity suggested by discussion points 5 and 6, it does imply that there is a strong and intuitive understanding of what the honours degree represents.  That understanding is normally articulated in programme specifications (supported by benchmark statements) and may or may not be included in current versions of the Diploma Supplement/Transcript.

Discussion Point 7: Are the assessment regulations of the institution clearly outlined and understood by staff and students? 

Discussion Point 8: Are the criteria acceptable for applying to a national classification system? 

Discussion Point 9: Should there be a single, national classification system in the UK? 

Discussion Point 10: If your institution has considered the possibility of awarding an unclassified degree what issues arose that bear on this consultation and were there similarities with the proposal for a Pass/Fail classification system? 

As the second consultation paper indicates, the problematical issues of variation and potential inconsistencies do require consideration of what lies behind the current summative judgements and of assessment in general.  Even undertaking regulatory reform within a single institution requires confrontation with implicit pedagogical philosophies and tacit moral judgements. The issues of variation, subject differences, pedagogical philosophies and, perhaps also, moral frameworks require sector–wide exploration and discussion.  The replacement of the honours system with a (distinction) pass/fail system, which as the consultation paper acknowledges, found little favour, would mean that such consideration and discussions would simply not take place.


Discussion Point 11: If the change in degree classification is supported, should it move to a shorter Pass/Fail scale supported by a detailed Diploma Supplement/Transcript?  


Far less problematical that doing away with the system wholesale, but perhaps more difficult to achieve, would be to endeavour to reach sector-wide agreement on a common and very simple algorithm for degree classifications, which would constitute the first stage in a sector-wide discussion and exploration of the issues surrounding assessment.  If regulatory consistency could also be achieved (over such things as the right to re-sit, for example, and whether or not full marks could be achieved on reassessment), this would be even more welcome, but that is possibly a longer term proposition. 


Institutions are very likely to be publishing their existing assessment regulations to students in an accessible way, although the clarity with which these regulations are drawn up or outlined may well vary considerably.  A single, national classification system would continue to provide those elements of the current system which are valued by both HEIs and stakeholders and maintain the prestige of the current system, but do away with some of the potential inconsistencies identified and, in particular, provide a much more intelligible system for students.  

Discussion Point 12: If a longer scale/greater differentiation is preferred, is the division of the 2.1 a viable option? 

Discussion Point 13: Should The Higher Education Academy be invited to lead, over the next year, a series of workshops on assessment regulations and practices to take forward the agenda arising from the Burgess discussions. 

Discussion Point 14: For institutions that have experience of them, is there a role for grade descriptors in taking forward the changes proposed by the Burgess Group? For those that have no experience, would they welcome an exploration of issues in this area? 

A longer scale, or rather a fuller use of the existing scale might well be desirable, but we would not favour division of the 2.1 scale as a viable option.  The existing compression of marks would simply tend to recur within a narrower band and the system would effectively begin to become unusable.  


An invitation to The Higher Education Academy to lead a series of workshops on assessment regulations and practices would therefore be very welcome.  This sector-wide discussion could certainly include an exploration of grade descriptors as one amongst a series of possible issues for investigation.

Discussion Point 15: Does the combined Diploma Supplement/Transcript outlined in the Annexes provide a useful and helpful model for HEIs to follow? 

Discussion Point 16: Does the use of weblinks undermine the intended stand alone nature of the Diploma Supplement/Transcript? 

Discussion Point 17: Should a common format for the Diploma Supplement/Transcript for the whole of the HE sector be explored further or left to institutional choice? 

The combined Diploma Supplement/Transcript outlined in the Annexes does provide a useful and helpful model for HEIs to follow and a common format is necessary for the intentions behind the proposed Diploma Supplement/Transcript to be realized properly.  The use of weblinks, whilst suggesting the possibility of greater openness, actually decreases the transparency and utility of the document by placing the onus on the user to follow the links and make sense of what they find when they get to the relevant URL.  

It nevertheless seems likely that use of weblinks will be preferred by institutions, because of the potential administrative simplicity of inserting a generic weblink rather introducing degree-specific statements about, for instance, access or programme requirements into the text of the Supplement/Transcript.  It would be preferable, however, for the document to be entirely stand-alone, especially as the use of weblinks introduces potential inequalities between institutions into the provision of information. 

Discussion Point 18: Should the provision of supplementary information by the institution over and above the agreed data set be at the discretion of the institution concerned? Should institutions be encouraged to provide the supplementary information as part of the potential national guidance?

If the provision of supplementary information is left to the discretion of institutions, guidance should be provided about what might be included and institutions should be encouraged to provide it. 

To summarize, we would not be in favour of the replacement of the honours classification system with a pass/fail distinction, although we would agree with the proposals for a Diploma Supplement/Transcript such as those outlined in the Annexes.  

We would suggest instead that the sector work towards a single national classification system and, if possible, a supporting set of regulatory principles, (governing such things as the right to reassessment, the marking of reassessed elements, compensation and so on) to produce equity for all students.  

This should be based on an invitation to The Higher Education Academy to lead a sector-wide discussion on assessment regulations and practices, pedagogical philosophies, variation across subject disciplines and potential inconsistencies.




